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(54) Method and apparatus for aspirating and dispensing sample fluids 



(57) A method and apparatus for aspirating and dis- 
pensing a sample fluid. The apparatus includes an air 
source having an output port coupled to a first port of a 
flow through pressure transducer. A second port of the 
flow through pressure transducer is coupled to a first 
port of a sample probe. The flow through pressure trans- 
ducer provides transducer signals to a detector circuit. 
In response to the transducer signals provided thereto, 
the detector detects the occurrence or non-occurrence 
of a plurality of different events. 
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Description 

This invention relates to a method and apparatus 
for aspirating and dispensing sample fluids; more par- 
ticularly, it relates to apparatus for detecting when a 
sample probe of an automated fluid sample system con- 
tacts a liquid. 

As is known in the art, automated analyzers are 
used in clinical laboratories to measure the various 
chemical constituents of body fluids, such as whole 
blood, blood serum, blood plasma, cerebral spinal fluid, 
urine, and the like obtained from patients. Automated 
analyzers reduce the number of trained technicians re- 
quired to perform the analyses in a clinical laboratory, 
improve the accuracy of the testing and reduce the cost 
per test. 

Typically, an automated analyzer includes an auto- 
mated fluid moving system which automatically aspi- 
rates a sample of body fluid from a patient's specimen 
container and dispenses the sample into a reaction cu- 
vette. The fluid moving system typically includes a pi- 
pette which accomplishes the aspirate and dispensing 
functions under the control of a robotic arm. 

Chemical reagents, which are specific to the test 
being performed, are disposed into the sample-contain- 
ing cuvette thereby mixing the sample with the chemical 
reagents. Be examining the reaction products resulting 
from the mixing of the sample and reagents, the auto- 
mated analyzer determines the concentration of the 
specific chemical constituent, for which the testing is be- 
ing performed, in the patient's specimen. Upon comple- 
tion of the test, the automated analyzer typically prints 
the results of the test, including a sample identifier, a 
numerical result of the test, and a range of values lor 
the chemical constituent as measured by the test. 

During an aspiration operation, the robotic arm, un- 
der command of a system controller, positions the pi- 
pette above a specimen container and moves the pi- 
pette into the container until the pipette reaches the fluid 
in the container. A syringe type pump is then typically 
operated to draw sample fluid from the specimen con- 
tainer into the pipette. 

One problem that occurs with the fluid moving sys- 
tems is that occasionally upon aspirating a sample, the 
sample pipette fails to be properly disposed in the sam- 
ple to be aspirated. In this case air, rather than a patient 
specimen, is drawn into the pipette. This prevents the 
necessary sample volume of the fluid specimen from be- 
ing aspirated or from being completely dispensed into 
the reaction cuvette. If an improper sample volume of 
specimen is mixed with the reagents, an incorrect test 
result will typically be obtained. 

Generally, when a clinician obtains an unusual test 
result, the test is repeated and the new result compared 
to the previous result. If the two results do not agree to 
within a predetermined limit, the test must be repeated 
a second time in order to determine which of the previ- 
ous two results is valid. 



Thus, it would be desirable to provide an automated 
fluid sample aspiration/dispensation device which de- 
tects physical contact between a probe tip and a surface 
of a liquid to thus ensure that a fluid rather than air is 

5 drawn in to the sample probe. 

In accordance with the present invention, an appa- 
ratus for aspirating and dispensing a sample fluid in- 
cludes an air source having an output port coupled to 
an input port of a flow through pressure transducer. An 

10 output of the flow through pressure transducer is cou- 
pled to a sample probe which has a tip that contacts the 
sample fluid. With this particular arrangement an appa- 
ratus for detecting physical contact between the sample 
probe and a surface of a liquid sample is provided. The 

15 pressure transducer senses pressure changes which 
result from a number of other events including but not 
limited to: (a) fluid leaks in a fluid path; (b) aspiration 
through the sample probe; (c) obstruction of a sample 
probe tip; and (d) attachment and detachment of a sam- 

20 pie tip to a sample probe. The apparatus may also in- 
clude a detector circuit coupled to the transducer. In re- 
sponse to each of the above-identified events, the flow 
through pressure transducer provides a differential volt- 
age signal to the detector circuit. 

25 in a surface detection mode of operation the air 
source provides a constant air flow through the pressure 
transducer and the sample probe, and probe tip while 
the sample probe is being lowered toward a surface of 
a fluid. Once the sample probe tip reaches the surface 

30 of the liquid, the pressure transducer senses a change 
in pressure of the air path in which the pressure trans- 
ducer is disposed. In response to the pressure change 
the transducer provides transducer signals to the detec- 
tor circuit. The detector circuit detects the signals pro- 

35 vided thereto and provides a control signal to a system 
controller. 

The detector circuit may be provided with the capa- 
bility to detect several events including but not limited 
to: leaks; fluid level; aspirate integrity; clots; tip presence 

40 and pump servo integrity. Each of the events result in 
identifying signals being provided to a system controller 
for control of the air pump and the sample probe. 

In detecting the position of a surface of a fluid, a 
sample probe is moved toward a fluid surface and when 

45 contact is made, a change in pressure in the air path 
inline with the flow through pressure transducer pro- 
vides a pressure transducer signal representative of the 
contact, further permitting determination and the loca- 
tion of the fluid surface. 

50 Leaks in a fluid path of an aspirate and dispense 
apparatus uses the same apparatus operated to oc- 
clude the sample probe tip by inserting the sample probe 
tip into a sample fluid and sensing the signal provided 
by the pressure transducer. A sensed pressure below a 

55 normalized pressure indicates leaks in the fluid path of 
the aspirate and dispense apparatus. If a leak exists the 
pressure will not rise to the normal level each time. The 
normal pressure can be established by placing a cali- 
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bration tip having no opening lor aspiration onto the 
sample probe body. 

The detector circuit also detects when a sample 
probe tip is being coupled to a sample probe at a tip 
loader and removal of the sample probe tip at a tip dis- 
pense position by the increase in pressure when the 
smallertip opening is placed over the sample probe. The 
detector circuit also detects when a sample probe tip is 
occluded by an obstruction during an aspirate or dis- 
pense operation. The occlusion must be severe enough 
to trigger a predetermined pressure change in the pres- 
sure transducer. The detector circuit also provides an 
indication whether a system bleed valve is closed or 
open. The detector circuit also evaluates the pump ser- 
vo integrity by comparing the voltage on the air pump 
voltage with a voltage of the pressure transducer in the 
tubing and determining whether the voltage relationship 
is within predetermined limits. The detector circuit also 
determines aspirate integrity by verifying that an air as- 
piration results in a pressure change within predeter- 
mined limits. 

The above and further advantages of this invention 
may be better understood by referring to the following 
description taken in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawing, in which: 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an automated fluid sam- 
ple aspiration/dispensation apparatus; 
FIG. 2 is a diagrammatical view of an automated 
fluid sample aspiration/dispensation apparatus; 
FIG. 3 is a block diagram o1 a detector system; and 
FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of detector circuits 
for various functions. 

Referring now to FIG. 1, aspirating and dispensing 
apparatus includes a constant air source 12 having an 
output port 12a coupled through a two way bleed valve 
1 4 to a first port 1 6a of a three way pump valve 1 6. Bleed 
valve 1 4 has a vent 1 4' which is controlled by bleed valve 
14 to be open or closed as descr ibed below. 

The constant air source 12 should be of a type ca- 
pable of providing a constant air 1low at a predetermined 
rate and pressure to the pump valve 16. This rate and 
pressure is fairly low and depends on overall system pa- 
rameters. 

A second port 16b of pump valve 16 is coupled to 
a first input port 18a of a T-junction 18 and a third port 
16c of the valve 16 is coupled to a vent. A second port 
18b of the T-junction connector 18 is coupled to a sam- 
ple probe diluter 20 which may be provided for example 
as a syringe or pumped diluter source. 

A third port 18c of T-junction connector 18 is cou- 
pled to a flow through pressure transducer 22 at a first 
port 22a. A second port 22b of the transducer 22 is cou- 
pled to a sample probe 24 which may, for example, be 
provided as a pipette tube holder. Thus the pressure 
transducer 22 is located in-line with a fluid conduit be- 
tween the air source 12 and the sample probe 24. 
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The pressure transducer 22 is preferably located 
proximate the sample probe 24 to thus improve the sig- 
nal to noise ratio of the pressure measurement. The 
sample probe 24 is controlled by a robot arm 23 to move 

s to and/or from a cuvette 31 to aspirate or dispense in an 
automated assay system or to/from a tip stations 25 and 
test tube 27. In response to fluid flow through the pres- 
sure transducer 22 the transducer provides an electrical 
signal through a signal line 26 to a detector system 28. 

to The detector circuit 28 receives input signals from the 
transducer 22 and provides output signals to the air 
source 12 and to a microprocessor based control sys- 
tem 33 via a microprocessor bus 30. 

The detector system 28 detects the occurrence or 

is non-occurrence of different events throughout an ana- 
lyzer cycle automated analyzer system. 

In response to the input signals from the transducer 
22, the detector system 28 provides a plurality of func- 
tions to indicate by appropriate output signals when a 

20 distal end of the sample probe 24, typically having a pi- 
pette tip, physically contacts a fluid sample 31 disposed 
in tube 27 or cuvette 32 into which the sampie probe 24 
is lowered by arm 23. 

FIG. 2 shows in more detail the system of FIG. 1. 

25 As shown therein an aspirating and dispensing appara- 
tus includes constant air source which here includes an 
air pump 70 coupled to an accumulator 72 having a ves- 
sel in which air provided from the air pump 70 is stored 
at a particular pressure such that a supply of air at a 

30 constant, low pressure is immediately available at an 
output port 72a of the accumulator. In this particular em- 
bodiment, the accumulator 72 is provided as a coil of 
tubing 73 which acts to regulate the pressure and vari- 
able flow rates and is diminished according to the need- 

35 ed slow regulation in pressure measurement. 

A three port connecting member 74 disposed be- 
tween the coil 73 and the air pump 70 has a first port 
coupled to the output port of the air pump 70 and a sec- 
ond port coupled to a first port of the coil 73. A third port 

40 of the connecting member 74 provides a vent port to 
which is coupled a vent tube 76. 

To ensure proper operation ot the aspirating and 
dispensing apparatus, the air pump 70 provides a rela- 
tively low air flow at the output port 72a of the accumu- 

45 lator 72. To provide such an air flow connecting member 
24 vents a portion of the flow from air pump 70. 

The vent tube 76 may preferably be provided as part 
of the coil.73 (e.g. provided on an inside portion the ac- 
cumulator coil 73). The vent 76 establishes an upper 

50 pressure limit to which the pump 70 will be exposed 
even in the case of complete occlusion of the sample 
probe. 

The accumulator 72 may also be implemented us- 
ing other techniques well known to those of ordinary skill 
55 in the art. 

The accumulator output port 72a is coupled through 
a bleed valve 14 to a common port 80a of pump valve 
80 corresponding to pump valve 1 6. the pump valve 80 
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also includes a normally open port 80b to the sample 
probe and a normally closed port 80c to a vent 80d. The 
pump valve 80 is controlled by a controller 94. 

The port 80b of pump valve 80 is coupled to a first 
port 82a of a three port connecting member 82. A sec- 
ond port 82b of the three port connecting member 82 is 
coupled to a diluter 84. The diluter 84 may be provided 
for example as a syringe pump in which the movement 
of a piston 86 in a first direction forces fluid from a hous- 
ing 88 while movement of the piston 86 in a second op- 
posite direction pulls fluid into the housing 88 through 
port 82b. 

A shaft 90 couples the piston 86 to a linear stepper 
motor 92, In response to signals received from controller 
94, the stepper motor 92 drives the piston 86 in first and 
second opposite directions within the housing 88. In a 
preferred embodiment, the controller 94 is provided as 
a microprocessor based controller. 

A third port 82c of the three port connecting member 
82 is connected to a tube 96 having an inner diameter 
which fits the port 82c seating the connection. 

A pressure transducer 98 has a first port 9.8a cou- 
pled to a second end of the tube 96 and a second port 
98b coupled to a first end of a typically resilient tube 1 00. 
A second end of the tube 100 is coupled to a first port 
of a sample probe 102. Thus the connecting element 82 
and tubes 96, 100 and pressure transducer 98 provide 
a fluid path between the sample probe 102 and the 
pump valve 80 and dituter 84. 

The pressure transducer 98 is here provided as a 
flow through pressure transducer of the type manufac- 
tured by the Micro Switch Division of Honeywell Corpo- 
ration and identified as a 26PC Series pressure trans- 
ducer and more particularly as part number 26PC BFG 
6G. The sensitivity of the transducer 98 corresponds to 
about 10 mV/PSI of pressure difference. Other flow 
through pressure transducers having suitable fluid and 
electrical characteristics may also be used. 

To facilitate connecting of the transducer ports 98a, 
98b to the respective ones of the tubes 96, 1 00 with sub- 
stantially different diameters, each of the ports 98a, 98b 
has coupled thereto a mating tube 101. The mating 
tubes 101 are provided from a relatively flexible material 
having a relatively high elasticity characteristic and a 
non-stretched diameter selected to accept the outside 
diameter of the tubes 96, 100 with a slight interference 
fit. 

The sample probe 102 includes a probe body hav- 
ing a channel 1 1 0 between a first fluid port 1 06a to which 
the system tubing 100 is coupled and having a second 
fluid port 106b to which a sample probe tip 108 is cou- 
pled. In this particular embodiment, the sample probe 
tip 108 is provided as a disposable sample probe tip 
which is removably coupled to the sample probe body 
1 06. It should be appreciated, however, that in some ap- 
plications it may be desirable to provide the sample 
probe tip as a non-disposable plastic tip which is per- 
manently secured to the sample probe body 106. 
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The tube 100 which couples the transducer 98 to 
the sample probe 102 is here provided having a length 
typically of about nine and one-half inches. It is desirable 
to minimize the distance between the sample probe 1 02 

s and the pressure transducer 98. In some applications, 
it may be desirable or even necessary to place the pres- 
sure transducer 98 closer than nine and one-half inches 
from the sample probe 102 and as close as possible to 
the sample probe 102. 

io in applications in which it is desirable to maximize 
sensitivity of the apparatus 66 to small changes in pres- 
sure, for example, it would be desirable to directly mate 
the transducer 98 to the sample probe 102. In practical 
applications, however, it is often not possible due the 

15 size of circuit components and available packaging 
space to achieve this goal. Thus, as trade-off, the pres- 
sure transducer 98 should be coupled to the sample 
probe 102 via a tube which minimizes the length of the 
fluid path between the transducer 98 and the sample 

20 probe 102. 

For this purpose the pressure transducer 98 may 
be disposed on a printed circuit board (PCB) coupled to 
the sample probe 102 or as mentioned above, if space 
permits the pressure transducer may be directly dis- 

25 posed on the sample probe 102. 

In this particular embodiment the flow through pres- 
sure transducer 98 has a pair of electrical terminals 98c, 
98d one of which corresponds to a positive output ter- 
minal and one of which cot responds to a negative output 

30 terminal of the transducer 98. The transducer 98 pro- 
vides a differential output voltage on the output termi- 
nals 98c, 98d representative of the pressure difference 
between the pressure in the sample probe tip and ah 
ambient atmospheric pressure. 

35 The transducer 98 is electrically coupled through 
lines 111 to a detector circuit 112 at a pair of input ter- 
minals 112a, 112b. The detector circuit 112 receives in- 
put signals from the pressure transducer 112 and pro- 
vides at its output terminals output signals to controller 

40 94 and to the air pump 70. 

In operation, prior to aspirating a sample fluid from 
a tube 27 or cuvette 32, the vent port 80c of pump valve 
80 is initially closed and the common and sample probe 
ports 80a, 80b are initially open. Also, the vent port of 

45 the bleed valve 78 is closed and the piston 86 is posi- 
tioned so that no fluid is inside the housing 88. The air 
pump 70 is then turned on, forcing air through a fluid 
path which leads to the sample probe tip T08a. Thus air 
is forced out of the sample probe tip at a predetermined 

50 rate which creates a predetermined pressure measured 
by Pressure Transducer 98. 

The sample probe 106 is moved toward a region in 
which fluid is expected to be contacted such as in the 
tube 27. When the sample probe tip 108a initially con- 

55 tacts fluid, the tip 1 08a is occluded by the fluid. This re- 
sults in the fluid conduit coupled between air pump 70 
and the sample probe tip 108, including fluid lines 96, 
100, being pressurized. The pressure transducer 98 
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senses the increased pressure level and provides a 
transducer signal to the detector circuit 112. 

The detector circuit 112 then provides a control sig- 
nal to the controller 94 which stops the sample probe 
from being lowered further or beyond a preset point into 
the fluid sample. The controller 94 provides control sig- 
nals to open the vent port of the bleed valve 78 to thus 
de-pressurize the fluid path between the air pump 70 
and sample probe 102 including the fluid path in which 
the pressure transducer 98 is disposed. 

After the fluid lines have been de-pressurized, the 
controller 94 closes the vent port of the bleed valve 78. 
De-pressurizing the fluid path between the diluter 84 
and the connecting member 82 prior to moving the pis- 
ton 86 improves the ability of the system to accurately 
determine the aspirate and dispense fluid volumes. If 
the fluid path between diluter 84 and connecting mem- 
ber 82 were pressurized when the piston 86 began to 
move the diluter 84 would initially be forced to overcome 
the pressure built up in the fluid path. Thus, rather than 
aspirating fluid in response to movement of piston 86, 
pressure in the fluid path between the diluter 84 and 
sample probe 102 would be equalized with the pressure 
in the diluter, otherwise it is relatively difficult to precisely 
determine the amount of fluid which was drawn in by the 
diluter 84. 

However, by opening and then closing the bleed 
valve 78 the pressure in the fluid line is set to atmos- 
pheric pressure. Thus, fluid can be immediately drawn 
into the sample probe tip 108 in response to operation 
of the diluter 84. 

The apparatus also detects leaks in the fluid paths. 
To detect leaks, the sample probe tip 108 is completely 
occluded and the tubing is pressurized by turning on the 
pump 70. The probe tip 108 is occluded and the pump 
70 is left on. The pressure in the fluid path between sam- 
ple probe 102 and connecting member 82 is thus al- 
lowed to rise to a predetermined limit established during 
a calibration routine. If no leaks exist, then the pressure 
will rise to substantially the same calibration level each 
time the sample probe is occluded. If a leak exists, how- 
ever, the pressure will not rise to substantially the same 
level each time. 

For each system a calibration routine will be per- 
formed whereby the tip is occluded and the pressure to 
which fluid in the fluid paths rise is determined. The tip 
108a may be occluded, for example, by placing a cali- 
bration tip onto the sample probe body 1 06. Such a cal- 
ibration tip would be provided having an opening in one 
end thereof to be attached to the sample probe port 
106b and no opening in the second end thereof. 

The system controller 94 would then perform a sam- 
ple probe calibration routine to establish a threshold 
pressure and voltage. 

Referring now to FIG. 3, detector circuit 112 is 
shown to include a fluid pressure transducer 122 (cor- 
responding to transducer 98 and 22) having a pair of 
fluid ports 122a, 122b and a pair of electrical signal ter- 



minals 122c, 122d on which a differential electrical sig- 
nal is coupled to an amplification circuit 1 24. The trans- 
ducer 122 detects pressure changes which result in the 
fluid path due to the occurrence of particular events. For 

s example, the transducer 122 senses pressure changes 
which result from a number of events including, but not 
limited to some or all of the following: (a) fluid leaks in a 
fluid path; (b) contact between a sample probe tip and 
a surface of a fluid; (c) aspiration of air through a sample 

io probe; (d) obstruction of a sample probe tip; and (e) at- 
tachment and detachment of a sample tip to a sample 
probe. 

In response to each of these events, the flow 
through pressure transducer 122 provides a corre- 
15 sponding differential voltage signal to an amplifier circuit 
124 at input terminals 124a, 124b. The amplifier circuit 
1 24 receives the differential signal fed thereto from the 
pressure transducer 122 and provides an amplified sin- 
gle ended output signal at an output terminal 1 24c there- 
to of. The amplified output signal is fed to an input terminal 
126a of a signal conditioner and pump control circuit 
126. 

A plurality of event detector circuits 128-136 are 
coupled to an output terminal 1 26b of the signal condi- 

25 tioner and pump control circuit 1 26 to receive a pressure 
signal and a pump servo integrity circuit 128 is coupled 
to an output terminal 126c of signal conditioner and 
pump control circuit 126. While each of the circuits 
1 28-1 36 will be described further below in general each 

30 of the circuits 1 28-1 38 receives an input signal from sig- 
nal conditioner and pump control circuit 126 at respec- 
tive input terminals I28a-136a thereof and compares 
the signal level of the input signal to one or more thresh- 
old signal levels internally generated. Each of the cir- 

35 cuits 1 28-1 38 may be provided having different thresh- 
old signal levels. Circuit 126 may be software imple- 
mented or otherwise as may be effective 

In response to the input signal having a signal level 
either greater or less than the threshold signal levels, 

40 each of the circuits 1 28-1 38 provide representative out- 
put signals at the output terminal thereof. Each of the 
output terminals 128b -138b are coupled to controller 
94 described above in conjunction with FIG. 2. 

The output signals indicate whether or not a partic- 

45 ular event occurred or the status of the aspirate-dis- 
pense apparatus. It should be noted that each of the cir- 
cuits 128-138 and 126 maybe implemented via a pro- 
grammed microprocessor or alternatively may be imple- 
mented via comparator circuits. 

so An output terminal 1 26d of the signal conditioner 
and pump control circuit 126 is coupled to an air pump 
140 corresponds to pump 70. 

The leak detector circuit 128 receives the signal on 
line 1 26b and detects whether any leaks exist in the fluid 

55 paths of the apparatus (FIG. 2). When operating in a 
leak detection mode the controller 94 (FIG. 2) pressu- 
rizes the fluid paths in the apparatus. Leak detector cir- 
cuit 128 measures the signal level of the signal on line 
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1 26b and in response to the signal level detector circuit 
128 provides a signal lo controller 94. The signal level 
of the line 1 28b signal indicates to controller 94 whether 
or not a leak exists in ihe fluid paths of apparatus 66. 

Fluid level detector circuit 1 30 detects when the dis- 
tal end 108a ol the sample probe tip 108 physically con- 
tacts and is inserted into a sample fluid. 

Aspirate integrity detect circuit 1 32 detects whether 
or not pump valve 80 is operating correctly. After a tip is 
placed on the sample probe, the sample probe port 80b 
of pump valve 80 (FIG. 2) is closed and air is aspirated. 
This should result in a pressure change to a predeter- 
mined level. If there is a leak in the tubing or the sample 
probe port 80b did not close, then the pressure change 
will not reach the proper level. Thus the aspirate integrity 
detect circuit 132 indicates whether or not the pump 
valve 80 has worked correctly. 

Clot detector circuit 1 34 detects whether or not the 
sample probe tip 108 was occluded during aspirate and 
dispense operations. In those applications where probe 
tip 108 is provided as a plastic disposable probe tip, tip 
detector circuit 136 detects when the probe tip is cou- 
pled to and decoupled from the sample probe body 106 
based on a change in pressure to predetermined levels 
in each case. 

Pump servo integrity circuit 138 monitors the volt- 
age signal used to servo the air pump 140 and deter- 
mines whether or not an appropriate servo voltage is 
being applied to the pump 140. An incorrect voltage 
would indicate an error in condition such as a blocked 
flow path. 

By examining detector signals provided from detec- 
tor circuits 1 28-1 38, a number of failures in the aspirate 
and dispense apparatus of FIG. 2 can be detected. For 
example, a failed pressure transducer, a failed air pump 
or a bleed valve stuck in the open position (i.e. always 
bleeding) may be detected by examining signals on 
lines 130b, 136b and 138b. A bleed valve stuck in the 
closed position (i.e. never bleeding) may be detected by 
examining the line 130b signal. 

Similarly, the 132b signal may be examined to de- 
tect it the sample probe port of the pump valve is stuck 
in the open position so as to continuously provide air 
from the air pump 70 (FIG. 2) to the sample probe 102. 
A pump valve stuck in the closed position such that the 
pump valve fails to provide air to the sample probe 102 
may be detected by examining the 130b and 138b sig- 
nals. 

A leak in the tubing large enough to affect dispense 
performance or the level sense operation may be de- 
tected by examining the line 138b, 132b and 128b sig- 
nals. 

It should be noted that each of the event detector 
circuits 128-138 compares the respective input signal 
fed thereto to internally generated threshold voltage lev- 
els to determine the occurrence or non-occurrence of 
particular events. In response to the compare opera- 
tions, each of the event detector circuits 128-138 pro- 



vides an appropriate output signal to controller 94. 

Referring now to FIG. 4, the details of the signal 
conditioner and pump control circuit 126 are shown. 
The input tothe signal conditioner and pump control 
5 circuit is coupled through a resistor 155 to an inverting 
input of an inverting amplifier 160. The inverting ampli- 
fier 160 provides the line 126b signal to the detectors 
128-136. 

A resistor R1 and capacitor C1 are coupled in a neg- 
ative feed-back path as shown between the output ter- 
minal of the inverting amplifier 160 and the inverting in- 
put terminal of the amplifier 160. A non-inverting input 
of the inverting amplifier 1 60 is coupled to a first terminal 
162a of a sample and hold circuit 162. 

A charge storing capacitor 1 64 for the hold function 
is coupled between a second terminal 162b of the sam- 
ple and hold circuit 162 and ground. A third terminal 
1 62c of the sample and hold circuit 1 62 is coupled to an 
output terminal of a second inverting amplifier 166 and 
a lourth terminal 1 62a of the sample and hold circuit 1 62 
is coupled to the system controller 94. 

The non-inverting input of the second inverting am- 
plifier 166 is coupled to ground and the inverting input 
of the amplifier 166 is coupled through a resistor R2 to 
the output terminal of the first inverting amplifier 160. A 
feedback capacitor C2 is coupled between the output 
and the inverting input of the amplifier 166. 

The output terminal 1 60c of the first amplifier 1 60 is 
also coupled through a resistor R3to an inverting input 
of a third inverting amplifier 170. The non-inverting input 
of the inverting amplifier 170 is coupled to a reference 
voltage 171 through a voltage divider network 172 hav- 
ing resistors R4, R5 selected in conjunction with the volt- 
age level of the reference voltage 171 such that a pre- 
determined threshold voltage is provided to the non-in- 
verting input terminal 1 70b of the inverting amplifier 1 70. 

A capacitor C3 is coupled between the output ter- 
minal and inverting input of amplifier 170. 

The output terminal 170c of the third inverting am- 
plifier 1 70 is coupled to a first terminal 1 74a of a sample 
and hold circuit 174. A charging capacitor 176 is con- 
nected between a second terminal 174b of the sample 
and hold circuit 174 and ground. A third terminal 174c 
of the sample and hold circuit 174 is coupled through a 
resistor R6 to an input terminal 178c of a voltage regu- 
lator circuit 178 and a fourth terminal 174dof the sample 
and hold circuit 174 is coupled to the system controller 
94. The system controller provides a control signal to 
the sample and hold circuit causing it to operate in either 
a sample mode or a hold mode. 

The voltage regulator 178 has a voltage input ter- 
minal 178a coupled to a reference voltage source 179. 
A voltage output terminal 178b of regulator 178 is cou- 
pled through a resistor to control pump 1 40. A zener di- 
ode 184 is coupled between the input 178c and ground 
clamping the input to not exceed a predetermined volt- 
age. 

A resistor 186 is coupled between node 1 80 and the 
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anode of the zener diode 184 as shown. A switch 192 
is coupled between a second terminal of pump 1 40 (cor- 
responding to air pump 70) and ground. In response to 
a first control signal from controller 94 the switch 192 is 
made conducting, activating the air pump 140. 5 

The sample and hold circuit 162 establishes a ref- 
erence or normalized voltage level tor the signal on line 
126b corresponding to a reference or normalized pres- 
sure level in the pressure transducer 122. 

The sample and hold circuit 1 62 is placed in sample io 
mode by the controller 94 in which it connects a signal 
path between the output of amplifier 166 and the non- 
inverting input of amplifier 160. Amplifier 166 provides 
an output signal to sample and hold input terminal 1 62c. 

Amplifier 1 66 provides a bias s ignal at its output that is 
is applied to the non-inverting input of amplifier 160 via 
sample and hold circuit 162 until the signal provided at 
the output of amplifier 160 is driven to a voltage level 
corresponding to ground. At this point controller 94 pro- 
vides a second control signal to sample and hold termi- 20 
nal 1 62d which places the sample and hold circuit in the 
hold mode. The voltage level of the sample and hold 
circuit is thus setting a value which causes the line 126b 
output to be zero for what ever pressure is sensed. 
Thereafter the voltage level of the signal on line 1 26b is 2S 
representative of relative pressure changes detected by 
the pressure transducer. 



System operation: 



30 



(1) a system cycle begins with the sample probe 
102 (FIG. 2) without a tip. A control signal from the 
controller 94 (FIG. 2) biases the switch 192 into its 
non conduction state thus decoupling the air pump 
140 from ground and thereby turning off the air 35 
pump 1 40. With air pump 1 40 off, no pressure exists 

in the fluid path in which the flow through pressure 
transducer 122 is disposed. Thus, the pressure 
transducer 122 provides a differential output signal 
corresponding to zero pressure to the input termi- *o 
nals of the amplifier 1 24 (Fl G. 3). Also with the pump 
140 turned off, the voltage regulator 178 and zener 
diode 184 maintain the voltage at line 178b at a set 
voltage level. Furthermore, the output terminal of 
amplifier 170 provides a voltage level correspond- *s 
ing to the rail voltage. 

(2) The controller 94 then provides a control signal 
to the sample and hold circuit 162. In response to 
the control signal, the sample and hold circuit 162 
drives output 1 26b to zero volts. so 

(3) The controller 94 then provides a control signal 
to turn the pump valve 80 on (FIG. 2) and also pro- 
vides a second control signal to bias the switch 1 92 
into its conduction state thereby turning on the air 
pump. When the pump is initially turned on the volt- ss 
age across the pump is at a high voltage. When 
pump 1 40 is first turned on amplifier 1 70 servos the 
pump voltage so that line 126b is at the voltage at 



its noninverting input. Prior to the pump turn-on, the 
output of amplifier is at the positive rail driving cur- 
rent through resistor 176 and forcing line 178c to 
the zener voltage set by zener 184. This causes a 
rapid spinning of pump 140. Over time, amplifier 
170 servos the loop resulting in its output falling as 
line 1 26b increases with the build up of the pressure 
signal from transducer 122. At a desired pressure 
voltage, the sample and hold circuit 174 is caused 
by controller 94 to hold that voltage for a cycle. Also, 
in response to the pump being turned on the pres- 
sure in the system fluid lines rises rapidly. 

(4) Alter a period of typically 500 milli-seconds the 
controller 94 provides a control signal on line 176d 
to the control port of the second sample and hold 
circuit 174 thus placing the sample and hold circuit 
in the hold mode. The zeroing of output line 126b 
procedure of step "2" is repeated here as a very fast 
recalibration step. 

(5) The controller 94 then measures the output of 
the integrity circuit 138 to determine if the signal is 
within a predetermined voltage range. If the signal 
has a voltage level outside a predetermined voltage 
range then an error signal is generated by the con- 
troller 94 and processing stops. If the signal has a 
voltage level within a predetermined voltage range 
then processing continues and the controller moves 
the sample probe 102 via robot arm 23 to a station 
25 (FIG. 1) at which it may pick up a disposable 
probe tip. 

(6) Line 126b is again zeroed as in step "2" and a 
fresh tip is placed on the probe. During placement 
of a probe tip on the probe body, the air in the line 
experiences a brief transient as the tip is inserted, 
controller 94 examines the signal on line 136b from 
detector 1 36 to determine whether the signal corre- 
sponds to a preset level for a predetermined period 
of time to confirm tip placement. The pump litter is 
on and all values stay as set. 

(7) The controller 94 turns off the pump valve 80. 
The air pump 140 remains running. 

(8) Line 126b is zeroed again according to step "2° 

(9) Once the tip is coupled to the sample probe 
body, the controller 94 engages the stepper motor 
92 which draws the piston 86 into the cylinder 84. 
Since the tip has not yet been disposed in a fluid, 
this results in air being aspirated into the fluid paths 
-through the disposable sample probe tip. Alter the 
aspiration is complete, the controller determines 
whether an error exists via the aspirate integrity de- 
tector circuit 130 (FIG. 3) as follows 

(10) The controller 94 turns the pump valve 80 on 
thus supplying airflowtothe sample probe 102. The 
controller 94 then zeros line 126b . 

(11) The controller 94 moves the sample probe via 
robot arm 23 to a position in which the sample probe 
can access a sample tube 27 holding a fluid sample. 

(12) The sample probe is lowered in the direction of 
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the fluid tube 27. Once the disposable probe tip 
reaches the fluid, the pressure transducer 122 
senses a change in pressure and provides a signal 
to the detector circuit 112. In response to the signal 
provided thereto from the pressure transducer 122, 
the detector circuit 1 30 generates a signal on output 
1 30b and provides the signal to the controller. 

(13) While monitoring line 130b, the controller 94 
moves the disposable tip into the fluid sample to a 
predetermined penetration depth selected to allow 
aspiration of the needed fluid. 

(14) After the disposable tip is moved to the prede- 
termined depth, the controller waits for a predeter- 
mined period of time, typically about 500 msec, and 
then examines the signal on line 128b provided by 
leak detect circuit 128 (FIG. 3) to determine if any 
leaks are present in the system. 

(15) The controller 94 provides control signals to 
turn on the bleed valve and turn off the air pump as 
described above to normalize the fluid line in prep- 
aration for aspirating fluid. 

(16) The controller 95 then turns off the pump valve 
80 and 

(17) engages the stepper motor 92 (FIG. 3) causing 
the diluter to aspirate fluid into the sample probe tip 
108. The controller 94 also monitors the line 134b 
signal provided by clot detector circuit 134 to deter- 
mine if the sample probe fluid path has been ob- 
structed during the aspirate operation. 

(18) If no clot detection occurs then the controller 
94 moves the sample probe to a position in which 
a sample fluid may be dispensed into a cuvette 32. 

(19) The controller 94 provides a control signal 
causing the stepper motor to dispense the sample 
fluid into the cuvette 32. The controller again exam- 
ines the tine 1 34b signal to determine if the sample 
probe fluid path has been obstructed during the dis- 
pense operation. 

(20) After the dispense operation is complete the 
controller 94 moves the probe body to eject the dis- 
posable tip. The signal on line 136b provided by tip 
detector circuit 1 36 (FIG, 3) should be present a few 
msec, thereby indicating that the disposable tip is 
removed from the sample probe body. 

A leak is detected by leak detection circuit 1 28 (Fig. 
3) in the following manner. As described above in con- 
junction with FIG. 4, the disposable tip of the sample 
probe is moved toward the fluid sample with the air 
pump on thus allowing the detection of the fluid sample 
level. Once the disposable tip is disposed in the fluid, 
the air pump remains on thereby letting pressure build 
up in the fluid lines. 

The air pump provides the air at a flow rate which 
does not allow the pressure to rise to a level which caus- 
es a bubble in the sample fluid. Rather, pressure in the 
sample probe and fluid path leading thereto builds to a 
static pressure. The pressure range of the static pres- 



14 

sure will be known from a calibration step to be de- 
scribed below. 

The predetermined static pressure level corre- 
sponds to an equalizing pressure. Ideally the pressure 

s should build up to the same value each time although 
in practice it is recognized that this will not be the case. 
However, if a hole or fluid leak exists in the fluid path 
then the pressure wilt not rise to the predetermined level 
and thus the line 1 26b signal will not reach a comparison 

io threshold voltage level established in circuit 128. The 
circuit 1 28 will thus provide an output signal on line 1 28b 
which indicates that the threshold has not been reached 
and that a leak exists in the fluid path. 

The static pressure and thus the threshold needed 

is in circuit 1 28 will not be the same for every instrument. 
Rather it is a function of the tubing length, tubing diam- 
eters, and mechanical tolerances of each of the system 
components, etc.... Thus, a calibration step is used to 
set the threshold. 

20 To calibrate the system, steps 1-5 are repeated as 
above. The sample probe is completely occluded such 
as by placing a calibration tip having a closed end on 
the probe body. This establishes a calibration voltage 
for the comparison threshold of circuit 128. The actual 

25 threshold voltage in circuit 128 is set a small voltage be- 
low that to insure that the voltage on line 1 26b exceeds 
the threshold where leaks are not present and the output 
128b changes to reflect that. 

The level sense detect circuit 130 responds to the 

30 line 126b signal and compares it to an internal refer- 
ence. The output on line 1 30b is high until the disposable 
tip contacts a sample fluid. Then, with the air pump con- 
tinuing to provide an air flow resulting in the pressure 
transducer 122 causing a signal rise on line 126b above 

35 the threshold voltage the signal on line 1 30b drops typ- 
ically to about zero volts, thus indicating that physical 
contact between the sample probe and the sample fluid 
has occurred. 

The aspirate integrity circuit 1 32 receives the signal 

40 on line 1 26b and if it is below a threshold voltage level 
established internally provides an output signal on line 
1 32b having a high voltage (typically 5 volts). Once the 
signal level on line 126b reaches the threshold voltage, 
the circuit 1 32b provides on line 1 82b a low voltage (typ- 

45 jcally zero). 

During an aspiration operation, the vent port of the 
pump valve is opened and the sample probe port of the 
pump valve should be closed to thus isolate the bleed 
valve, the coil and air pump from the diluter and pressure 

50 transducer. However, it is not possible to determine 
whether the pump valve operated correctly. Thus with 
the sample probe port of the pump value closed, air is 
aspirated through the sample probe. This should result 
in a pressure change in the fluid path in which the trans- 

55 ducer is disposed. 

If a leak exists in the pump valve, however, the pres- 
sure generated due to the aspirate operation will not rise 
to the proper threshold level for circuit 1 32. consequent- 
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ly the pressure transducer 122 would provide a signal 
having an amplitude insufficient to teach the threshold 
voltage. The circuit 132 thus provides at the output ter- 
minal 1 32b a signal having a voltage level indicating that 
a leak in the pump valve was detected during an aspirate 
operation. 

The clot detection circuit 1 34 has a dual comparison 
function with a pair of threshold levels set to detect 
whether the voltage level of the signal on line 1 26b falls 
within a predetermined voltage range between them. 
This is because the pressure transducer 122 (FIG. 3) 
measures different pressure levels during aspirate and 
dispense operations. For example, when the diluter pis- 
ton stops after being moved during an aspirate opera- 
tion, the pressure measured by the transducer should 
drop below a predetermined threshold voltage. If the 
pressure transducer fails to indicate such a pressure 
drop then the voltage level of the line 1 26b signal would 
likewise not change, thus indicating that the sample 
probe tip was occluded. 

Similarly, during a dispense operation the pressure 
should stay above a predetermined threshold voltage. 
If the pressure transducer senses a pressure drop or 
rise during a dispense operation, then the voltage level 
of the line 126b signal would likewise change to a level 
outside the predetermined threshold voltage range thus 
indicating that the sample probe tip was occluded during 
the dispense operation. 

The clot detection circuit may also be of the type 
described in co-pending European patent application 
(USSN 08/499,820 - 10th July 1995). 

The pump servo integrity circuit 138 with input ter- 
minal is coupled to an output terminal, line 126c, of the 
sample and hold circuit 174 (FIG. 4). If this air pump 
servo voltage signal is not within a predetermined range, 
then the pump servo integrity circuit 138 provides an 
output signal so indicating at output terminal 1 38b. This 
signal is only examined by the controller 94 when setting 
the pump voltage. 

Two threshold voltages are provided in circuit 138 
respectively set at opposite vohage extremes. The 
threshold voltage levels are selected such that if the line 
126c signal level exceeds these threshold levels, it in- 
dicates that the pump control circuit is unable to servo 
the pump in the desired manner. Thus when the line 
126c signal is between these thresholds, the line 138c 
output voltage level is high. When the line 126c signal 
is outside the threshold voltage range the output signal 
is about zero volts. 

It should be noted, that in some embodiments, it 
may be preferable to detect the signal level of the line 
126b signal rather than the line 126c signal in which 
case the threshold voltage levels would be set different- 
ly. 

The tip detection circuit 1 36 has a pair of threshold 
levels set internally at +/- low voltages defining a range 
about zero for the line 1 26b signal level above which the 
line 126b signal goes upon tip installation and below 



which line 126b goes on tip removal. 

Inside this range, the output 136b is high; outside 
the range the output is tow. 

When a disposable sample tip is placed on the sam- 

s pie probe body, the voltage level of the line 126b signal 
will rapidly rise. The controller 94 examines the signal 
level of line 1 36b at the output terminal of the tip detec- 
tion circuit. The controller 94 detects the signal level of 
the line 136b signal and verifies that the signal remains 

io high tor a predetermined time period, typically about 10 
msec. Then there exists a relatively high probability that 
a tip was in the tip holder and that a disposable tip was 
actually placed onto the probe body. 

In a similar manner, when a disposable tip is re- 

15 moved from the probe body, a pressure change occurs 
and is detected by the pressure transducer. The pres- 
sure transducer provides a corresponding output signal 
having a voltage transient below the range which is de- 
tected. In the event that a tip is not removed, the con- 

20 troller 94 detects the line 136b signal staying in range 
and acts to prevent a new tip from being disposed over 
an old tip that was not removed. 



25 Claims 

1 . An apparatus for aspirating and dispensing a sam- 
ple fluid characterised in that it comprises: 

30 a constant air source having an output port; 

a pump valve having a first port coupled to the 
output port of the said constant air source, hav- 
ing a sample probe port and having a vent port; 
a connecting member having a first port cou- 

35 pled to the sample probe port of the said pump 

valve, having a second port and having a third 
port; 

a diluter having an output port coupled to the 
second port of the said connecting member; 

40 a flow through pressure transducer having a 

first port coupled to the third port of the said 
connecting member and having a second port 
to provide a pressure signal; 
a sample probe having a first port coupled to 

45 the second port of the said flow through pres- 

sure transducer; and 

a controller for the said air source, pump valve, 
diluter and sample probe operating as a func- 
tion of the said pressure signal. 

so 

2. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein it further 
comprises a bleed valve having a first port coupled 
to the output port of the said constant air source and 
having a second port coupled to the first port of the 

ss said pump valve and a controlled vent. 

3. An apparatus as claimed in claim 2 wherein it further 
comprises an accumulator having a first port cou- 
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pled to the output port of the said air source and an 
output port coupled to the input port of the said 
bleed valve. 

An apparatus as claimed in claim 3 wherein it further 5 
comprises a connector having a first port coupled 
to the output port of the said constant air source, a 
second port coupled to the input port of the said ac- 
cumulator and an output port coupled to a vent tube. 

10 

An apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 4 
wherein the said flow through pressure transducer 
provides the said pressure signal on a pair of elec- 
trical output terminals and, in response to pressure 
changes in a fluid path between the said sample is 
probe and the said connecting member, the said 
flow through pressure transducer provides a differ- 
ential output signal at the said pair of electrical out- 
put terminals. 

20 

An apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 5 
wherein the said controller comprises a microproc- 
essor. 

An apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 6 25 
wherein it further comprises a detector circuit cou- 
pled to the said pressure signal from the said flow 
through pressure transducer to signal to the said 
controller a plurality of conditions reflected by the 
pressure in the said transducer; the said detector 30 
circuit preferably comprising: 

an amplifier circuit having a first terminal cou- 
pled to the said flow through pressure transduc- 
er and having a second terminal; 35 
a signal condit ioning circuit having a first termi- 
nal coupled to the output terminal of the said 
amplifier circuit and having a second terminal 
coupled to at least one of: 

40 

(a) a leak detector circuit; 

(b) a fluid level detector circuit; 

(c) an aspirate integrity circuit; 

(d) a clot detection circuit; 

(e) a tip detector circuit; and 45 

(f) a pump servo integrity circuit; 

each of which has a nominal state signal set 
therein by the said signal level conditioning cir- 
cuit under operation of the said controller; the so 
said signal conditioning circuit preferably com- 
prising: 

a first inverting amplifier having a negative input 
terminal coupled to the first terminal of the said 
signal conditioning circuit, having a positive in- 55 
put terminal and having an output terminal; 
a second inverting amplifier having a negative 
input terminal coupled to the output terminal of 



the said first inverting amplifier, having a posi- 
tive input terminal coupled to ground and hav- 
ing an output terminal; 

a sample and hold circuit having an input ter- 
minal coupled to the output terminal of the said 
second inverting amplifier, having an output ter- 
minal coupled to the positive input terminal of 
the said first inverting amplifier and having a 
control terminal; and 

the said controller being coupled to the control 
terminal of the said sample and hold circuit. 

8. An apparatus for aspirating and dispensing a sam- 
ple fluid characterised in that it comprises: 

a constant air source having an output port; 
a bleed valve having a first port coupled to the 
output port of the said constant air source and 
having a second port; 

a pump valve having a first port coupled to the 
output port of the said bleed valve, having a 
sample probe port and having a vent port; 
a connecting member having a first port cou- 
pled to the sample probe port of the said pump 
valve, having a second port and having a third 
port; 

a diluter having an output port coupled to the 
second port of the said connecting member; 
a flow through pressure transducer having a 
first port coupled to the third port of the said 
connecting member and having a second port 
to provide a pressure signal; 
a sample probe having a first port coupled to 
the second port of the said flow through pres- 
sure transducer; and 

a controller for the said air source, bleed valve, 
pump valve, diluter and probe operating as a 
function of the said pressure signal. 

9. An apparatus as claimed in claim 8 wherein it further 
comprises a detector circuit coupled to the said flow 
through pressure transducer; the said detector cir- 
cuit preferably comprising: 

an amplifier circuit having a first terminal cou- 
pled tothe said flow through pressure transduc- 
er and having a second terminal; 
a signal conditioning circuit having a first termi- 
nal coupled to the output terminal of the said 
amplifier circuit and having a second terminal 
coupled to at least one of: 

(a) a leak detector circuit; 

(b) a fluid level detector circuit; 

(c) an aspirate integrity circuit; 

(d) a clot detection circuit; 

(e) a tip detector circuit; and 

(f) a pump servo integrity circuit; 
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each of which has a nominal state signal level 
set therein by the said signal conditioning cir- 
cuit under operation ot the said controller; the 
said signal conditioning circuit preferably com- 
prising: 5 
a first inverting amplifier having a negative input 
terminal coupled to the first terminal of the said 
signal conditioning circuit, having a positive in- 
put terminal and having an output terminal; 
a second inverting amplifier having a negative io 
input terminal coupled to the output terminal of 
the said first inverting amplifier, having a posi- 
tive input terminal coupled to ground and hav- 
ing an output terminal; 

a sample and hold circuit having an input ter- is 
minal coupled to the output terminal of the said 
second inverting amplifier, having an output ter- 
minal coupled to the positive input terminal of 
the said first inverting amplifier and having a 
control terminal; and 2° 
the said controller being coupled to the control 
terminal of the said sample and hold circuit. 

10. A method for determining the occurrence of physi- 
cal contact between a probe and a surface of a liq- 25 
uid characterised in that it comprises: 

(a) establishing a normalized pressure repre- 
senting voltage corresponding to a zero pres- 
sure signal in a flow through pressure transduc- 30 
er; 

(b) providing a constant air flow through the 
pressure transducer and a sample probe; 

(c) moving the sample probe in the direction of 

a fluid; 35 

(d) sensing a change in pressure in a fluid path 
inline with a flow through the pressure trans- 
ducer; and 

(e) providing a transducer pressure signal rep- 
resenting the fluid contact in response to the 40 
change in pressure in the fluid path. 

11. A method as claimed in claim 10 wherein establish- 
ing a normalized pressure voltage comprises: 

45 

depressurizing a fluid path between the air 
source and a sample probe wherein the fluid 
path includes a flow through pressure transduc- 
er; 

providing a first signal having a first voltage lev- so 
el to a first input terminal of an inverting ampli- 
fier coupled to the flow through pressure trans- 
ducer; 

driving an output signal of the inverting amplifi- 
er to a reference voltage representative of an 55 
existing pressure level in the flow through pres- 
sure transducer; 

sampling, in a sample and hold circuit, the pre- 



determined reference voltage at the output ter- 
minal of the amplifier; and 
placing the sample and hold circuit in a hold 
mode to maintain a threshold voltage at a sec- 
ond terminal of the amplifier circuit. 

12. A method of detecting leaks in a fluid path of an as- 
pirate and dispense apparatus characterised in that 
it comprises: 

engaging a constant air source to pressurize a 
fluid path having an inline flow through pressure 
transducer disposed between the constant air 
source and a sample probe; 
occluding the sample probe; and 
comparing a signal provided by the pressure 
transducer with the probe occluded to a thresh- 
old signal. 

13. A method as claimed in claim 12 wherein occluding 
the sample probe comprises inserting the sample 
probe into a sample fluid and optionally, after insert- 
ing the sample probe into the sample fluid, compar- 
ing a signal provided by the flow through pressure 
transducer to a threshold signal. 

14. A method of verifying aspirate integrity of an aspi- 
rate and dispense apparatus characterised in that 
it comprises: 

engaging an inline flow through pressure trans- 
ducer disposed between an air source and a 
diluter, on one hand, and a sample probe, on 
the other hand, when the fluid path is in an as- 
pirate mode which isolates the air source from 
the diluter by a valve; 

comparing an output from the pressure trans- 
ducer during aspiration to a reference to deter- 
mine the integrity of the valve. 

1 5. A method of detecting the occurrence of a clot in an 
aspirate and dispense apparatus characterised in 
that it comprises: 

engaging an inline flow through pressure trans- 
ducer disposed between a diluter and a sample 
probe when the fluid path is in each of an aspi- 
rate and dispense mode; 
comparing an output from the pressure trans- 
ducer during aspiration and dispensing to re- 
spective references to determine the integrity 
of the fluid path. 

16. A method of verifying tip placement and removal in 
an aspirate and dispense apparatus characterised 
in that it comprises: 

engaging an air source to provide an air flow in 
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a fluid path past an inline flow through pressure 
transducer disposed between the air source 
and a sample probe when the probe is receiving 
and removing a sample tip; 

comparing an output from the pressure trans- s 
ducer during tip insertion and removal against 
respective references to determine the integrity 
of tip insertion and removal, respectively. 

17. A method ot verifying pump integrity of an aspirate to 
and dispense apparatus characterised in that it 
comprises: 

engaging an air source with a servo circuit to 
provide an air flow in a fluid path past an inline is 
flow through pressure transducer disposed be- 
tween an air source and a diluter, on one hand, 
and a sample probe, on the other hand, where 
the air flow is to provide a desired pressure; and 
comparing a servo signal during engaging of 20 
the air source to respective references to de- 
termine whether the servo circuit is able to ser- 
vo the air source. 



18. A method as claimed in any of claims T 2 or 14 to 17 25 
wherein it further comprises establishing a normal- 
ized pressure and servo signal respectively for the 
said comparing. 
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(54) Method and apparatus for aspirating and dispensing sample fluids 
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(57) In accordance with the present invention, an 
apparatus for aspirating and dispensing a sample fluid 
includes an air source having an output port coupled to 
an input port of a flow through pressure transducer. An 
output of the flow through pressure transducer is cou- 
pled to a sample probe which has a tip that contacts the 
sample fluid. With this particular arrangement an appa- 
ratus for detecting physical contact between the sample 
probe and a surface of a liquid sample is provided. The 
pressure transducer senses pressure changes which 
result from a number of other events including but not 
limited to: (a) fluid leaks in a fluid path; (b) aspiration 
through the sample probe; (c) obstruction of a sample 
probe tip; and (d) attachment and detachment of a sam- 
ple tip to a sample probe. The apparatus may also in- 
clude a detector circuit coupled to the transducer. In re- 
sponse to each of the above-identified events, the flow 
through pressure transducer provides a differential volt- 
age signal to the detector circuit. 
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